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This MA thesis aims to make a comprehensive study of Emerson’s 
transcendentalism. As the greatest thinker, essayist, and poet in American literary 
history, Emerson and his transcendentalism exert a profound influence on American 
culture. Besides a detailed analysis of Emerson’s core ideas: Over-soul and 
Self-reliance, the thesis also covers a comparative study between Emerson’s 
transcendentalism and Confucianism. 
This thesis is made up of four chapters. The first chapter offers a detailed study of 
one of Emerson’s core notion: Over-soul. Emerson’s concept of Over-soul finds its 
source in Puritanism, Idealism as well as European Romanticism. Moreover, Emerson 
holds human has access to Over-soul only through intuition. As a consequence of 
Emerson’s insight into Over-soul, he attaches great importance to the present.  
The second chapter focuses on the most important notion put forward by Emerson: 
Self-reliance. Self-reliance acts as the way that puts Over-soul into practice. This 
chapter mainly consists of two sections: the premise for being self-reliant, and how to 
be self-reliant. From Emerson’s point of view, self-reliance is embodied mainly in 
three aspects: to be self-reliant in scholarship; to be self-reliant in religion, and to be 
self-reliant in viewing social progress. 
The third chapter tries to explore the influence of Emerson’s transcendentalism 
upon American culture, especially upon literature. The influence on American culture 
can be summed up in terms of religion, moral outlooks, and literature, while its 
influence on literature can be analyzed in three respects. 
The last chapter then offers a comparative study between Emerson’s 
transcendentalism and Confucianism. This chapter is divided into four sections, 
dealing with both their similar opinions on human nature; on deity as well as attitude 
toward deity; on the importance of learning; and on reform respectively.  
The concluding part of this thesis sums up the relationship between Over-soul and 
Self-reliance in Emerson’s thoughts, and stresses the great influence Emerson and his 
transcendentalism brings upon American culture. Moreover, it points out that it is of 
significance to have a comparative study of Emerson and his transcendentalism. 
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Ralph Waldo Emerson is a great thinker, essayist, and poet in the American 
literary history. He is a representative of the American Romanticism in the mid-19th 
century as well as an outstanding leader of the transcendental movement. Emerson and 
his thoughts contribute significantly to the formation of the new literary style and the 
unique thought in the American Romanticism in the mid-19th century. Under his 
guidance and influence, American literature in this period, also known as the American 
Renaissance, for the first time, distinguishes itself with the remarkable national sense. 
Emerson’s thoughts and transcendental movement exert a profound influence upon 
American culture, especially on American intellectual world at that time, and inspire a 
whole generation of authors of his time such as Thoreau, Hawthorne, Melville, 
Whitman and Dickinson as well as writers of the following generation such as Pond, 
Frost and Hemingway. Besides this, Emerson’s thoughts also to a great extent affect 
American philosophy and religion.  
Ralph Waldo Emerson was born on May 25, 1803 in Boston, Massachusetts. 
Emerson went to study in Harvard College in 1817, where he received a solid 
education and got his bachelor’s degree. In 1825 he went to Harvard again to study 
divinity, and four years later, he became a minister at the Second Church in Boston. 
Emerson all the while held his own viewpoint about religion, thus he gradually 
doubted the religious doctrine of Unitarianism. What he cannot bear was the stiff 
rituals the church relied heavily on. Because of the disagreement on serving “Lord’s 
Supper” with the church, Emerson resigned from the Second Church in 1832. 
    Then he began his first trip to Europe and England, where he met British writers 
Wordsworth, Coleridge and Carlyle, whose thoughts confirmed Emerson’s own belief. 
His European trip thus ended on a high note. After return, Emerson settled in Concord 
and began a new life: he flung himself upon making speeches. His lectures, new in 
content, simple but touching in language, above all carry the sense of updated 
innovation, and thus draw great attraction from the local audience. His canonization of 
spirit contributes to his thought being labeled as transcendentalism, though the word 
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Emerson’s transcendentalism consists of rich content, covering a wide range of 
scopes: his outlook on nature, on God, on spirit, as well as on scholarship, religion, and 
on society. Critics once comment on his comprehensive thought: “Any serious 
discussion of such ‘American’ traits as individualism, optimism, pietism, glorification 
of nature and wildness, egalitarianism, utopianism, and literary experimentalism must 
take account of Emerson’s pronouncements on these subjects” (Layman 75). 
Emerson’s basic thought manifests itself in almost all his writings, and is mainly 
embodied in major essays: “Nature” (1836), “The American Scholar” (1837), “The 
Divinity School Address” (1838), “Self-Reliance” (1841) and “The Over-Soul” (1841).  
Before a detailed analysis of Emerson’s thoughts, a survey of study on 
transcendentalism should be conducted. In the western world where transcendentalism 
develops, the study covers extensive aspects. Among hundreds of works related with 
the study on transcendentalism, some focus on Kant’s transcendentalism from a purely 
philosophical point of view, while most of them dedicate to profound discussion and 
research of the representative works and writers in American transcendentalism. 
Generally speaking, this research can be divided into three categories: biographical 
research; integrative research of the general thoughts of American transcendentalism, 
and the comparative study of transcendentalism between American culture and foreign 
culture. 
The biographical research focuses on Emerson and Thoreau. Works on Emerson 
rely on his life and present in detail the formation and development of Emerson’s 
philosophy, religious theory and literary theory. These works also touch upon 
Emerson’s leading role in American transcendentalism, as well as the contribution he 
makes to American culture. Take some for example: Emerson in his Own Time: a 
Biographical Chronicle of His Life, Drawn from Recollections, Interviews, and 
Memoirs by Family, Friends, and Associates, edited by Ronald A. Bosco &Joel 
Myerson; Emerson the Essayist; an Outline of his Philosophical Development Through 
1836, with Special Emphasis on the Sources and Interpretation of Nature, also 
Bibliographical Appendices of General and Special Interest to Students of American 
Literature, Emphasizing Thoreau, Emerson, the Boston Library Society and Selected 
Documents of New England Transcendentalism by Walteer Kenneth Cameron; Talks 
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